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This	photo	essay	highlights	some	of	the	distinctive	design	features	of	buildings	in	Old	
Town	 that	contribute	 to	 its	 traditional	character.	This	 focuses	on	commercial	build-
ings,	 including	retail,	office	and	hotels	 facilities,	which	generally	define	 the	core	of	
the	community.	

Draf t :  november  23 ,  2011

general Design feaTures

This  sect ion i l lustrates  design pr incip les  that  are  exhib i ted in  the 
design t radi t ions of  old  Town san Diego.   These are  features that 
are  found in  many per iods and types of  development ,  and that  are 
s ignature  features of  the  community.

Building form
Articulation	of	Building	Mass•	
Variation	in	Wall	Planes•	

BuilDing forms
The pr imary form of  an indiv idual  bui ld ing is  a  s imple  geometr ic 
sol id . . .  a  rectangular  volume in  most  cases. 
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arTiculaTion of BuilDing mass

art iculat ion methods:

wall planes
Changes	in	profiles•	
Offsets	in	wall	planes•	
Offsets	in	ridge	lines•	

inset features:
Arcades•	
Balconies•	

Projecting features:
Exterior	stairs•	
Balconies•	
Deep	eaves	overhang•	
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VariaTion in wall Planes

one-story,  shed roof  e lement:
Reduces	scale•	
Provides	visual	interest•	

Variations in wall planes, which occur as offsets for the entire height of a building, and also 
as step-backs in height from one to two, and sometimes three stories, reduce perceived scale, 
and provide visual interest in changing shadows and forms in a building.
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roof  forms

Key features:
Tile	or	shingle•	
Extended	eaves•	
Exposed	rafters/purlins•	
Varied	heights•	
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roof  forms
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Towers

applications:
To	anchor	a	corner•	
Offset	in	wall	plane•	
Internal	of	primary	building	mass•	



	 		November	23,	2011		•		Page	7	

Community	Plan	Update	•	Old	Town	San	Diego

winDows

Key features:
Substantial	depth•	
Strong	profile	of	frame	members•	
Rectangular	and	arched•	
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winDows

Key features:
Substantial	depth•	
Strong	profile	of	frame	members•	
Rectangular	and	arched•	
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Doors & enTries

Key features:
Deep	inset•	
Substantial	material•	
Accented	details•	
Primarily	wood•	
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Balconies - inTegraTeD in wall Planes

These types appear to be cut into the primary wall plane, or they extend entirely across it, 
such that they become the primary surface themselves.
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Balconies & arcaDes

Key features:
Materials	consistent	with	primary	wall	•	
or	other	trim	elements
Firmly	anchored/attached•	
Substantial	depth•	

Balconies and arcades contribute to the visual interest of buildings by providing variation in 
wall surfaces. Some project from the primary wall plane, while other are more integral to it, 
sometimes appearing to be "cut in" to the facade.
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Balconies - as suBorDinaTe, aTTacheD elemenTs

Key features:
Wood	Railings•	
Generally	simple	balustrades•	
Detailing	at	porch	supports	and	•	
brackets
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PorTicos & arcaDes

Key features:
Project	from	primary	wall•	
Substantial	depth•	
Supported	on	posts/columns•	

Port icos and arcades provide shel ter  and shade,  and def ine  a 
pedestr ian zone a long the st reet  of  one story  height . 
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PosTs & columns
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PaTios & courTyarDs - shelTereD
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PaTios & courTyarDs - oPen To sKy
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courTyarD gaTeways

Key features:
Continues	material	of	building	or	site	•	
wall
Substantial	depth•	
Supported	on	posts/columns•	
Often	roofed•	
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courTyarD gaTeways



	 		November	23,	2011		•		Page	19	

Community	Plan	Update	•	Old	Town	San	Diego

lighTs
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lighTs

Key features:
Wrought	metal•	
Supported	on	brackets•	
Faceted	enclosure•	
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exter ior  sta i rs  to  second floors
Stepped	form	in	hand	rail/wall•	
Covered	landing•	

Reduces	perceived	building	scale•	
Creates	interesting	shadows•	
Conveys	sense	of	scale•	
Provides	visual	interest•	

exter iors  sta i rs  to  upper  f loors
exter ior  s ta i rs  provide v isual  in terest ,  wi th  a  p lay  of  shadows,  forms 
and textures.
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Paving

Decorat ive  paving
Provides	visual	interest•	
Defines	active	use	areas•	
Defines	walkways•	
Varies	from	parcel	to	parcel•	
Variety	adds	to	sense	of	discovery	in	•	
Old	Town

Decorat ive  paving ex ists  in  a  var ie ty  of  pat terns and mater ia ls . 
changes in  paving ident i fy  indiv idual  property  l ines,  and demarcate 
indiv idual  courtyards and p lazas.
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Paving
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exter ior  sta i rs 
Decorative	tile	as	accent•	
Wrought	iron	handrails	&	gates•	

exter ior  sta i rs  to  outdoor  spaces
Exterior	stairways	provide	visual	interest	in	their	inherent	forms,	as	well	as	in	decora-
tive	details	of	tiles	as	well	wrought	iron	rails	and	gates.
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fences & walls

Key features:
Simple	primary	material•	
Decorative	tile	as	accent•	
Added	detail	at	gateway•	
Varied	materials•	
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site  wal ls

Key features:
Simple	forms•	
Varied	textures•	
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site  wal ls
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comBining Design feaTures in sPecific PerioDs

The design features descr ibed in  the  preceding pages of ten combine 
in  d i f ferent  ways,  to  ref lect  the  inf luence of  the  three h istor ica l 
themes of  old  Town.  These are  the  spanish,  mexican,  and amer ican 
per iods. 

sPanish PerioD (1769-1821)

spanish Per iod features:
forms

Simple	rectangular	forms•	
Towers	as	accents•	
Tall	floor	heights•	
Arches•	
Masonry	columns•	

BuilDing maTerials
Thick	bearing	wall	of	adobe	brick	or	•	
stucco	finish
Hewn	timbers•	

roof forms
Wood	shingle,	tiled	or	sod	roofs•	
Low-pitched	roof,	shed,	gable	or	hip,	•	
or
Flat	roof	with	parapet•	
Offset	roof	heights•	

DeTails
Carved	doors•	
Carved	stonework•	
Limited	surface	decoration•	

•	
Deep	window	and	door	openings•	
Simple	windows•	
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mexican PerioD (1821-1846)

mexican Per iod features:

forms
Simple	rectangular	forms•	
Towers	as	accents•	
Tall	floor	heights•	
Arches	&	arcades•	
Masonry	columns•	
Asymmetrical	composition•	

BuilDing maTerials
Thick	bearing	wall	of	adobe	brick	or	•	
stucco	finish
Hewn	timbers•	

roof forms
Wood	shingle,	tiled	or	sod	roofs•	
Low-pitched	roof,	shed,	gable	or	hip,	•	
or
Flat	roof	with	parapet•	
Offset	roof	heights•	

DeTails
Carved	doors•	
Carved	stonework•	
Limited	surface	decoration•	
Deep	window	and	door	openings•	
Simple	windows•	

More	 recent	 buildings	 constructed	 with	
this	 theme	 may	 be	 categorized	 as	 Mis-
sion	Revival	Style	and	Spanish	Colonial	
Revival.
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american PerioD (1848-1873)

Key features:

forms:
simple, rectangular box shape

Balconies	and	porches•	
Display	windows	•	
Symmetrical	composition•	

wall planes:
Simple	form•	

roofs:
Gable•	
Flat	false	front•	

materials:
Horizontal	lap	siding•	
Brick•	

•	

Projecting features:
Eaves•	
Cornices•	
Porches•	

Buildings	 in	 this	 category	 include	 early	
Wes te rn 	 Fa lse 	 F ron ts 	 Commerc ia l	
types.	
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